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Abstract 

The identity of peoples at the begining of the Middle Ages was related, maybe in a more 
important manner than in other period, to their physical appearance. Etnicity, status, gender were 
affirmed by the way of clothing, wearing jewels, playing on the physical atus. Corporal 
dimensions, skin color, conception about beauty and ugliness were used to better understand how 
the people of this period have seen themselves and the Others, how they accepted or rejected the 
others on apparent such unimportant basis as physical appearance. 
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I intend to use for this presentation the histories and chronicles written 
between the 6 th and 9 th Century in Byzantium. I chose them because they are 
useful sources not only for political and military events, but also for the ideas of 
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their time, representations and way of life. At the same time, I tried to find some 
artistic representations and some archaeological finds from the same period, to 
see if the literary description matched the figurative one. 

The identity is defined through a multitude of aspects, one of them being, 
as banal as it seems, the physical aspect. The body is an important component 
of the identity which mediates the knowledge of the Self and of the Other. 

A discussion about physical appearance would normally touch issues as 
corporal dimensions, skin colour, clothes, but also what was considered as 
beauty or as ugliness in that period. I don’t intend to make an inventory of 
annotations regarding beautiful or ugly persons found in the narrative works I 
used, but to see how the physical description of an individual or of a people has 
been used to shape identities. 

The historians and chroniclers that I use as sources for the reconstruction 
of identities in Late Antique and Early Medieval periods are not very interested 
in the physical appearance of characters who appear in their works, because 
they are dealing with more important political, military or religious issues. But 
they are interested in creating a flattering identity for the people with whom 
they shared tradition (ethnic origin or culture), confession, homeland, a 
community which forros for them a kind of “chosen people”. Then they offer 
sometimes information regarding the physical aspect of particular members of 
their community, because conferring certain physical traits to someone, 
regardless of reality, could be related with the affirmation of an ideology and 
with the protection of a social identity 3 . More frequently our historians and 
chroniclers offer information about the physical aspect of the Others, the 
Barbarians who can be their enemies or their allies. But even in those cases we 
don’t usually have detailed and trustworthy descriptions, but short notices about 
something so different from norm that it must be written down. Procopius, a 
Byzantine historian from the 6* century, tells, for example, that the Slavs are 
“all exceptionally tall and stalwart men” 4 . Quite an exception is the detailed 
description of the Huns written by Jordanes, a historian of gothic origin, a Latin 
speaking inhabitant of the 6* century Byzantium, who was impressed, like all 
his contemporaries, by the unusual physique of those Asiatic Barbarians. 

“They made their foes flee in horror because their swarthy aspect was fearful, and they 
had, if I may cali it so, a sort of shapeless lump, not a head, with pin-holes rather than 
eyes. Their hardihood is evident in their wild appearance, and they are beings who are 
cruel to their children from the very day they are bom. For they cut the cheeks of the 


3 Denise Jodelet, Corpul, persoana, celálalt, in S. Moscovici (coord), Psihologia 
socialá a relafnlor cu celálat, Romanian translation by Cristina Mo§u, Polirom, 
Ia§i, 1996, p. 83. 

4 Procopius, History of the Wars, ed. H. B. Dewing, London-New York, 1914, 
VII, 14, 27. 



males with a sword, so that before they receive the nourishment of milk they must learn to 
endure wounds. Henee they grow oíd beardless and their young men are without 
comeliness, because a face furrowed by the sword spoils by its scars the natural beauty of 
a beard. They are short in stature, quick in bodily movement, alert horsemen, broad 
shouldered, ready in the use of bow and arrow, and have firm-set necks which are ever 
erect in pride. Though they live in the form of men, they have the cruelty of wild beasts”. 
The physical appearance has to be related to beauty and ugliness, two 
concepts central for defining the physical aspect and also for shaping the 
identity and alterity. We cannot find in the historical works we use as our 
sources explicit definitions of beauty or ugliness, and seldom the historians and 
chroniclers say about one character that he or she is beautiful or ugly. And when 
that happens, we lack other details which could help us understand what a 
person in this period could have considered as beautiful or ugly. But usually we 
can infer what was appreciated and what was not, from the manner in which our 
historians and chroniclers wrote, and knowing what was the general attitude of 
their time towards the body, the physical appearance and especially towards 
beauty and ugliness. 

Living in Byzantium or in the Western Barbarían Kingdoms our 
historians and chroniclers are Christian educated in the Greco-Román tradition. 
The Church Fathers tried to impose the idea that the love for the sensory world 
might lead “to a neglect of the spiritual reabrí’ 5 and that the only beauty which 
counts is a spiritual one, that of the soul. It was a negation of the classical 
tradition which, beginning with Pythagoras, defined beauty as harmony of 
proportions and symmetry 6 . Saint Augustine of Hippona accepted the idea of a 
physical beauty which was a retum to this classical tradition, writing: 

“Only beauty pleases; and in beauty, shapes; and in shapes, proportions; and in 
proportions, numbers .” 7 

But for a bishop and a theologian like Augustine beauty is ultimately a 
manifestation of God 8 . 

Because of the education based on Greek-Roman tradition that our 
historians and chroniclers had, we will find in their work from this period a 
classical understanding of physical beauty rather than a Christian, spiritual one. 
At the same time, even Christians continued to understand the beauty in a 
broader sense, ethical and aestethical, as kalokaghatia, “a psychophysical 


5 Umberto Eco, Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages, translated bu Hygh Bredin, 
Yale University, New Haven and London, 1986, p. 5. 

6 Idem, On Beauty. A History of a Western Idea, translated from the Italian by 
Alastair McEwen, MacLehose Press Quercus, London, 2010 (2004), p. 72. 

7 St Augustine's On Order (De Ordine), St Augustine Press, 2007, 180. 

8 Christopher Walker, Beauty: The Power and Pleasure ofTruth, Honors’ Thesis, 
www.hillsdale.edu/images/... AValker.doc. 
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beauty that harmonises body and soul, in other words the Beauty of forms and 
the goodness of the soul” 9 . 

Ugliness was not in the centre of aesthetical thought as beauty was, and it 
was only in the middle of the 19* century that we have a coherent theorisation 
of it in Aestethic of Ugliness written by Karl Rosenkrantz in 1853 10 . The 
Germán philosopher said the ugliness can be understood as a decadence, a 
deformation of beauty 11 . From a moral point of view it is associated with evil, 
and the ugliness of form is understood as a lack of equilibrium in the organic 
relationship between the parts of a whole 12 . 

Therefore, we seldom find physical descriptions by our historians, and 
even more infrequently a direct characterisation of someone as being beautiful 
or ugly. This scarce notices are still very useful to see how they are used as 
tools in the writers’ attempt to shape and confirm a positive identity for the 
peoples they belong to. Quite an exception is Paul the Deacon, who wrote a 
History of the Longobards at the end of the 8* century and who is one of the 
authors who frequently gives more detailed information about the physical 
appearance of his characters, as the description of the longobards painted in the 
Palace of Monza on the order of queen Teodelinda. This is an opportunity to 
show how their wear their hair: 

“In this painting it is clearly shown in what way the Langobards at that time cut their hair, 
and what was their dress and their appearance. They shaved the neck, and left it bare up to 
the back of the head, having their hair hanging down on the face as far as the mouth and 
parting it on either side by a part in the forehead” 13 . 

He also gives us details about the beards the Langobards used to wear, a 
distinctive Barbarían trait at this period. 

“It is certain, however, that the Langobards were afterwards so called on account of the 
length of their beards untouched by the knife, whereas at first they had been called 
Winnili; for according to their language "lang" means " long" and " bart " "beard ."”. 14 

Here we can have a reflexión of a popular etymology, but also a scholarly 
one, as Isidore of Seville says, 


9 Umberto Eco, On Beauty, p. 45. 

10 Umberto Eco, ed., On Ugliness, MacLehose Press Quercus, London, 2011 
(2007), p. 16. 

11 Karl Rosenkrantz, O estética a uritului, intre frumos §i comic, Romanian 
translation by Victor Emest Ma§ek, Bucure§ti, Ed. Meridiane, 1984, p. 32-35. 

12 Umberto Eco, ed., On Ugliness, p. 16-19. 

13 Paul the Deacon, History of the Langobards, Translated by William Dudley 
Foulke, LL.D., University of Pennsylvania, 1907, IV, 22. 

14 Ibidem, I, 9 



"The Langobards were commonly so-called from their flowing and never shaven beards" 

(Etym., IX, 2, 94) 

Narrating political and especially military events, our historians are 
interested less in the classical harmony of proportions as in physical forcé of the 
characters of their writings. In this respect, the impressive stature, the resistance 
and the forcé are physical qualities that are necessary for a good fighter. 

The Byzantine historians would rather offer narratives about individuáis 
characterized by an unusually forcé and resistance, as Procopius who usually 
gives the examples of Byzantine soldiers of barbarían origin. He tells about the 
general Belisarius’ bodyguard Cutilas who continued to stay on the battlefield 
even when a javelin has penetrated his head: he “rodé into the city at about 
sunset ...the javelin in his head waving about, a most extraordinary sight” 15 . 
Another show of forcé and resistance was offered by another bodyguard, Arzes, 
who continued to fight with an arrow “between the nose and the right eye” 16 . 

When the historian gives a description, it could be conventional, 
underlining the traditional ideal of kalokagathia. The Byzantine general 
Artabanes was highly admired by the people of Constantinople “for his 
achievements and loved him for his other qualities. For he was both tall of 
stature and handsome, of noble character and little given to speech” 17 . 
Procopius doesn’t believe, however, that this Artabanes really gives proof of 
this equilibrium between physical beauty and goodness of soul, because he 
wanted to become emperor, which shows his mind “can not remain stable” 18 . 

The ideal of Kalokagathia seems to live in general Belisarius, the patrón 
of Procopius, who “had a fine figure and was tall and remarkably handsome” 19 , 
description which seems to be confirmed by the alleged identification of him 
with one of the officials depicted in San Vitale Justinian frieze in Ravenna 20 . 

About the same kind of descriptions and appreciation we can find in the 
work of Paul the Deacon. He offers us quite a few notices about the physical 
aspect of his characters, especially when they are kings or dukes. For example, 
king Cunicpertus (688-700) was “quite bold and of wonderful strength” 21 and 
his father, king Pertari (661-662; 671-688) was “of becoming stature, of a 


15 Procopius, The Wars, VI, II, 15. 

16 Ibidem, VII, II, 6-18. 

17 Ibidem, VII, XXXI, 9. 

18 Ibidem, VII, XXXI, 6. 

19 Ibidem, VII, I, 6. 

20 Irina Andreescu Treadgold and Warren Treadgold, Procopius and the Imperial 
Panels ofS. Vitale, “The Art Bulletin”, dec. 1997, p. 719 

21 Paul the Deacon, op. cit., V, 40. 
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corpulent body, mild and gentle in all things” 22 . Even simple soldiers could 
distinguish themselves by their forcé, as “a man from the king's army named 
Amalong, who had been accustomed to carry the royal pike, taking this pike in 
both hands struck violently with it a certain little Greek and lifted him from the 
saddle on which he was riding and raised him in the air over his head” 23 . This 
terrified the whole Byzantine army at the battle of Formo in 663. 

Gregory of Tours who wrote a History of the Franks at the end of the 6 th 
century only suggests the extraordinary physical qualities of Childeric, the first 
king of Franks, who enjoyed such a success with women that their kinsman 
managed to forcé him into exile 24 . And B asina left her first husband to wed 
Childeric, who “was a great and distinguished warrior”. 

"I know your worth," said she, "and that you are very strong, and therefore I have come to 
live with you” 25 . 

So we can observe here a difference between the ideal of masculine 
beauty in the classical world, and in Byzantium and its contemporary Western 
society, which emphasises not the harmony of proportions, as the Canon of 
Policlitus, but the height of the body and its strength. But we can also find that 
the classical idea of harmony of proportions 26 still subsisted, as shown in the 
description of Justinian by Procopius in another work, Secret History, a highly 
polemic book and with a profound anti-Justinian spirit. Even if he describes 
Justinian as a demon who kills and tortures his own people, and who could be 
seen at night in the imperial palace, wondering headless, Procopius seems 
obliged to give quite an accurate physical description for an emperor whose 
portraits could have been seen everywhere: 

“Now in physique he was neither tall ñor short, but of average height; not thin, but 
moderately plump; his face was round, and not bad looking, for he had good colour, even 
when he fasted for two days” 27 . 

The Byzantine society as well as its Western counterpart highly 
appreciated strong colours, and especially those connected to brightness and 


22 Ibidem, V, 37. 

23 Ibidem, V, 10. 

24 Gregory of Tous, History ofthe Franks, English translation by Earnest Brehaut, 
1916, II, 12, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/gregory-hist.asp 

25 Ibidem, II, 12. 

26 Umberto Eco, On Beauty, p. 74 

27 Procopius: Secret History, 8, translated by Richard Atwater, Chicago: P. Covici, 

1927; New York: Covici Friede, 1927, 

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/procop-anec.asp 
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light 28 . “One of the prime qualities of a beautiful body is pink skin” 29 , colour 
given by the proper quantity of blood, the vital fluid. Another quality is blond 
hairs, idea inherited from the Greek Antiquity, where Homer described 
Aphrodite and Helen as blond. 

Paul the Deacon underlines the blond hair as a highly praised quality, 
when he describes king Authari who “was then in the bloom of his youth, of 
becoming stature, covered with yellow hair and very comely in appearance” 30 or 
young Grimoald, the futuro king, as “a little fellow of elegant form with 
gleaming eyes and covered with long blonde hair” 31 . The blond hair is so 
appreciated because of its association with light and with gold, the most noble 
and precious omament in the world. 

It is not a surprise then if the angels are represented, both in art and in 
texts, with blond curly hair. 

Venerable Bede tells the well known anecdote about the encounter 
between Pope Gregory the Great and some boys from England in a slave market 
in Rome. He decided to send a mission in their country because “their ñame, 
Angli, sounded similar to ‘angels’, and their white skin and pleasing exterior 
made them appear angelic” 32 . 

“As well as other merchandise he saw some boys put up for sale, with fair complexions, 
handsome faces, and lovely hair. On seeing them he asked, so it is said, from what región or 
land they had been brought. He was told that they carne from the island of Britain, whose 
inhabitants were like that in appearance... 

Again he asked the ñame of the race. He was told that they were called Angli. ‘Good’, he said, 
‘they have the face of angels, and such men should be fellow-heirs of the angels in heaven.” 33 

The anecdote is older, but in the 8* century Bede uses it “as a foundation 
story for the gens Anglorum under the auspices of the Román Church” 34 . Their 
ñame and their angelic aspect associated the Anglo-Saxons with the idea of 
divine election. 


28 Liz James, Color and meaning in Byzantium, “Journal of Early Christian 
Studies”; Summer 2003; 11, 2, p. 225. 

29 Umberto Eco, On Beauty, p. 113. 

30 Paul the Deacon, op. cit, III, 30. 

31 Ibidem, IV, 37. 

32 Robert W. Rix, Northumbrian angels in Rome: religión and politics in the 
anecdote of St Gregory, “Journal of Medieval History”, Vol. 38, No. 3, 
September 2012, p. 257. 

33 Bede the Venerable, Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, 2.1, ed. B. 
Colgrave §i R.A.B. Minors, Oxford, 1969. 

34 Robert W. RIX, Northumbrian angels in Rome: religión and politics in the 
anecdote ofSt Gregory, p. 263. 
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Even is this kind of observations are quite rare, we can conclude that the 
positive appreciation shown by our historians and chroniclers to their own 
group, begins with the physical appearance. Their people have to be good 
looking, in relation with the criteria of their time, of course, because they are 
good from a moral point of view. The ideal seems to be that of king Agilulf, 
about whom Paul the Deacon wrote that he was “fitted as well in body as in 
mind for the govemment of the kingdom” 35 . All these confirm that the unity 
between the Beauty of physical forms and the goodness of the soul, 
Kalokagathia 36 , remains essential for the people of this period. We are a 
millennium away from Quasimodo, the hunchback of Notre Dame. 

Outside the boundaries of the land where the chosen people live, we can 
find the Other, sometí mes similar, more often different, including the physical 
point of view. In this period, the Others continué to be considered as 
Barbarians, a category defined in Greco-Román tradition. We can find this in 
the Byzantine ethnography, which, as heir of the Román one, was moralized, 
and Barbarians acted as mirrors for the Byzantines themselves 37 . This means 
that we can not easily find in these historical works any reliable analysis of real 
people, since identity and alterity are social constructs rather than direct 
reflexions of reality 38 . That means that even if sometimes the physical 
description has an ethnographical valué, it is not neutral, it is never separated 
from an ethical and ideological point of view. 

For Greeks, Romans, Byzantines and for the Germanic peoples who 
conquered territories from the Román Empire but also inherited Román ideas 
and ideáis, there is an imaginary scale of civilisation on which each community 
has its place according to the level of material and spiritual culture, to the type 
of political organisation, but also to the physical appearance. On this scale, the 
lowest level is that of the nomads, and they are the most dissimilar from a 
physical point of view, the next that of the peoples who practice agriculture, and 
the highest level is occupied by the peoples comparable with the Chosen People 
of our historians, who have an acceptable kind of culture and of political 
organisation, and who are quite similar physically. 

There are a lot of traits which characterise the Barbarians, who, for our 
historians or chroniclers, are those who are neither Román, ñor Byzantine and 
are not included in their Chosen People (even if this one was of Barbarían 
origin). Usually laconic when they speak about their own people, the historians 


Paul the Deacon, op.cit., III, 35. 
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Florín Curta, Same Remarks on Ethnicity in Medieval Archaeology, “Early Medieval 
Europe”, 2007,15, 2, p. 166 
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of our period do give us more information about the Others, both from a 
psychological and moral point of view, but also from a physical one. This is 
normal, because when regarding the differences between communities, the 
easiest to see are those which are exterior and shocking. 

That’s why Jordanes insists so much on the non-human condition of the 
Huns, who are more like animáis than like humans, and who were bom by 
unclean witches and demons 39 . And Theophanes the Confessor, Byzantine 
chronicler from the beginning of the 9 th century, presents us the typical reaction 
of the Byzantines seeing for the frrst time a Barbarían people unknown until then: 

“At the same time the strange race of the so-called Avars reached Byzantium and 
everyone in the city thronged to gaze at them, as they had never seen such a people. They 
wore their hair very long at the back, tied with ribbons and plaited. The rest of their dress 
was like that of the other Huns” 40 . 

The excessive physical size is a trait attributed to Barbarians since the 
classical period, which enters in contradiction with the idea of proportion, 
which we have seen as central in the definition of Beauty inherited from the 
Antiquity 41 . Usually, the lower the level they occupy on the civilisation scale, 
the greater is their body. Jordanes attributed very large bodies to the culturally 
undeveloped peoples of Scandinavia, telling us that they are very tall and that: 

“All these nations surpassed the Germans in size and spirit, and fought with the cruelty of 
wild beasts” 42 . 

In the works of the Byzantine authors we can frequently find the topic of 
physical size used by them to characterize in particular the Northern Barbarians. 
Procopius claims that men of the Gothic people are all white, blonde and tall. 

“All these, while they are distinguished from one another by their ñames, as has been said, 
do not differ in anything else at all. For they all have white bodies and fair hair, and are 
tall and handsome to look upon, and they use the same laws and practise a common 
religión. For they are all of the Arian faith, and have one language called Gothic” 43 . 


39 Iordanes, The Origin and Deeds ofthe Goths, translated by Charles C. Mierow, XXIV, 
121-128, http://people.ucalgary.ca/~vandersp/Courses/texts/jordgeti.html#huns 

40 The Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor, ed. Cyril Mango and Roger Scott, 
Oxford, 1997, year 557-8. 

41 Umberto Eco, Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages, p. 28. 

42 Iordanes, op. cit., III, 23, 24. 

43 Procopius, The Wars III, 2, 1. 
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We have already seen that he considers the Slavs, also Northern 
Barbarians from the Byzantine point of view, as “exceptionally tall” 44 . 

“For they are exceptionally tall and stalwart men, while their bodies and hair are neither 
very fair ñor blonde, ñor indeed do they incline entirely to the dark type, but they are all 
slightly ruddy in colour. 

And they live a hard life, giving no need to bodily comfort, just as the Massagetae do, and, 
like them, they are continually and at all times covered with filth; however, they are in no 
respect base or evildoers, but they preserve the Hunnic character in all its simplicity” 

Menander the Protector, who wrote in the days of Emperor Mauricius, at 
the end of the 6* century, said that the Avars are the greatest and he most 
powerful people, which makes them invincible 45 . 

Smaller size Barbarians are an exception, as it is difficult to accept that 
Romans can be defeated by physically inferior people. Theophanes the 
Confessor has a story in which the Emperor Valentinian is heartbroken (or 
suffer a vascular accident: “he burst a vein and lost a great deal of blood and so 
he died”) seeing the Romans defeated by the Sarmatians, “a small and pitiable 
tribe” with a “pitiable physique” 46 . 

The Byzantine authors, like the Western ones, classify people by their 
physical characteristics which they think related to the climate, a theory which 
associates observation with prejudices 47 , so that the Nordic types, especially 
Germanic, are made up of beautiful individuáis, while the Asians are 
characterized by extreme ugliness. 

For example, Theophanes appreciates the Vandal King Thrasamund 
because he was “a handsome, intelligent and magnanimous man” 48 , an 
appreciation which is derived from the belief that their two respective 
civilizations are not radically different. 

On the other hand, the Huns, the Avars and even the Slavs (not from 
Asiatic origin, of course) are prototypes of ugliness, which we can consider to 
be based not on natural criteria, but cultural ones. As a general assertion, the 
strongest are the physical differences between their group and this Others, the 
more different, meaning more barbarían, is a people. And the opposite is also trae. 


44 Ibidem, VII, 14,27. 

45 The History of Menander the Guardsman, translation R.C. Brokley, Francis 
Cairas, Liverpool, 1985, fr. 5. 

46 Theophanes Confessor, op. cit., year 375-6. 

47 Walter Pohl, Signs of Ethnic Identity, in Thomas F.X. Noble, ed., From Román 
Provinces to Medieval Kingdoms, Routledge, New York, 2006, p. 144. 

48 Theophanes Confessor, op. cit., year 533-534. 
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At the origin of these stereotypes lays the description that Am mi anus 
Marcellinus made in the 4* century of the Huns, the prototype of Oriental 
Barbarians, hardly human 49 , that he considered “a race savage beyond all parallel. 

“At the very moment of their birth the cheeks of their infant children are deeply marked 
by an iron, in order that the usual vigour of their hair, instead of growing at the proper 
season, may be withered by the wrinkled scars; and accordingly they grow up without 
beards, and consequently without any beauty, like eunuchs, though they all have closely 
knit and strong limbs and plump necks; they are of great size, and bow-legged, so that you 
might fancy them two-legged beasts, or the stout figures which are hewn out in a rude 
manner with an axe on the posts at the end of bridges. 

They are certainly in the shape of men, however uncouth, but are so hardy that they 
neither require fire ñor well-flavoured food, but live on the roots of such herbs as they get 
in the fields, or on the half-raw flesh of any animal, which they merely warm rapidly by 
placing in between their own thighs and the back of their horses” 50 . 

We have here an affirmation that the ugliness is seen especially as lack of 
proportions, symmetry, integrity of the body 51 . 

What the Byzantine authors blame in these Barbarían people is not as 
much their physical disproportion, but being unkempt or, according to civilized 
standards, dirty. Procopius States that the Slavs lived a harsh and filthy Ufe, just 
like the Massagetes, and both are always dirty 52 . Therefore, as far as their looks, 
the Huns, Avars and later Turks are firstly noticeable to the Byzantine authors 
by their dirtiness, especially of their hair 53 . Wearing their hair long and plaited 
or knotted, these warriors are considered by the Byzantine authors mostly 
preoccupied by fighting and not by their exterior aspect. They shocked the 
Byzantines who normally cannot understand that this implies status and prestige 
and for whom fashion means short hair and their thermal baths bring universal 
cleanliness standards. Of course, there could be exceptions among Byzantines 
themselves, like the new fashion of wearing their hair invented by the members 
of circus factions, as Procopius told us: 

“The mode of dressing the hair was changed to a rather novel style by the Factions; for 
they did not cut it at all as the other Romans did. For they did not touch the moustache or 
the beard at all, but they wished always to have the hair of these grow out very long, as the 
Persians do. But the hair of their heads they cut off in front back to the temples, leaving 


49 Chris Wickham, op. cit., p. 48. 

50 Ammianus Marcellinus, History of Rome from Constantine to Valens, transí. 

C. D. Yonge, George Bell and sons, London, 1885. 

51 Umberto Eco, On Ugliness, p. 16. 

52 Procopius, The Wars, VII, 14, 28-29. 

53 About the dirty hair of Avars and Turks see Agathias, The Histories, ed. Joseph. 

D. Frendo, Walter de Gruyter, Berlin, New York, 1975,1, 3, 4. 
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the part behind to hang down to a very great length in a senseless fashion, just as the 
Massagetae do. Indeed for this reason they used to cali this the "Hunnic" fashion. 54 ” 

But we can observe there the discontent of an educated Byzantine 
confronted with an import from what he considered an inferior culture. 

It is quite a surprise that the long hair of the Frankish kings is no longer 
for Agathias a Barbarían characteristic of the same kind, because, in his words, 
this is kept clean and acts as a sign of royal power “as a sort of distinctive badge 
and prerogative” 55 , so, in other words, this is rather a status sign than an ethnic one. 

“For is the practice of the Frankish kings never to have their hair cut. It is never cut from 
childhood onwards and each individual lock hangs right over the shoulders since the front 
ones are parted on the forehead and hang down on either side. It is not, however, like that 
of the Turks and Avars, unkempt, dry and dirty and tied up in an unsightly knot. On the 
contrary they treat it with all kinds of soap and comb it very carefully. Custom has 
reserved this practice for royalty as a sort of distinctive badge and prerogative.” 

However, we can suspect Agathias of trying to put forward physical 
differences between Franks, Barbarians whom he admires, and other 
Barbarians, the former being Christians, like the Byzantines. 

The hair style is linked by the ancient authors with ethnic identity of 
different peoples and mentions to it are almost more frequent than that of 
weapons or dress 56 . 

Another criteria to consider a people as ugly is the colour of its skin, idea 
clearly affírmed by Procopius who said about the Ephtalites “They are the only 
ones among the Huns who have white bodies and countenances which are not 
ugly’” 57 . Here we have a good example of the canon of beauty in this period, 
which could be related with what Umberto Eco named “an aesthetic” of clarity, 
which derives from identification of God with light 58 . In contrast, what is not of 
clear colour is ugly, as simple as that. 

As beauty was related to goodness, the ugliness implies moral 
imperfection, and the best example is Jordanes, who follows Ammianus 
Marcellinus implying the Huns are savages like the beasts: 

“the race of the Huns, fiercer than ferocity itself’ 59 or “Though they live in the form of 
men, they have the cruelty of wild beasts” 60 . 


54 Procopius, Secret History, VII, 8. 

55 Agathias, Histories, I, 3, 4. 

56 Walter Pohl, Signs of Ethnic Identity, in Thomas F.X. Noble, ed., From Román 
Provinces to Medieval Kingdoms, Routledge, New York, 2006, p. 143 

57 Procopius, The Wars, I, III, 2. 

58 Umberto Eco, On Beauty, p. 101. 

59 Iordanes, op. cit., XXIV, 121. 
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The Huns are the extreme case of the radical othemess situated by their 
physique and by their behaviour at the boundary between humanity and animal 
world. An explanation could consist in the fact they were the first people of 
Asiatic origin to enter in contact with the Román world, at the end of the 4 th 
century. They seemed so different from the Romans and from the other 
Barbarians the Romans were used to, because of their appearance, their clothes, 
their weapons and manner of fighting. Their artificially deformed skulls may 
have contributed to this idea of radical othemess, even if I haven’t found and 
literary description implying this practice. The artificial deformation was 
achieved with boards and bandages which were applied to Hun children as early 
as infancy. The treatment could last into their twenties. Whether the 
deformation was designed to reflect some ideal of beauty or served to 
emphasize social differences cannot be determined today with any certainty. 

The othemess of the Barbarians is also related to their physical forcé, 
more frequently and forcefully underlined by our historians in opposition to 
their own group. But when associated with their own group, the physical forcé 
becomes a positive trait, linked with the ideal of masculinity which 
characterises a warlike society like the late Román, Germanic and early 
Byzantine one. When they speak about the Others, our historians emphasise the 
brutal forcé of the Barbarians as opposed to the education and civility which 
characterise the people from their world. The more primitive a people is, the 
greatest is its physical forcé, as Jordanes believes about acatziri, “the most 
powerful people”, nomads from the Baltic región 61 . Because of their physical 
strength, the classical tradition followed by our historians and chroniclers 
attributed to Barbarians the so called belli furor, a special capacity and desire to 
fight. Procopius associated the physical strength of a Barbarian warrior with his 
capacity to fight almost every time when he offered a physical description of an 
individual. For example, the Goth Valaris was “tall of stature and of most 
terriíying mien, an active man withal and a good fighter” 62 . 

I left the description of women at the end, and I will make no difference 
between the individuáis from the own group and those who are part of the 
Others, because the women in this period represent another kind of Othemess 
for our authors. From their point of view, the beauty of a woman is potentially 
dangerous because of the influence she can have upon men. The description of 
Empress Theodora by Procopius is highly polemic, but it suggests how 
important the physical attributes were for a woman of that period. 
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“Now Theodora was fair of face and of a very graceful, though small, person; her 
complexión was moderately colourful, if somewhat palé; and her eyes were dazzling and 
vivacious. All etemity would not be long enough to allow one to tell her escapades while 
she was on the stage, but the few details I have mentioned above should be sufficient to 
demónstrate the woman's character to fiiture generations” 63 . 

Profoundly influenced by the ascetic ideáis of the Fathers of the Church, 
our authors fear the beauty of women when it is not related to moral purity. And 
of course, Theodora was the person least inclined to good behaviour, if we 
allow Procopius to speak again: 

“Often, even in the theater, in the sight of all the people, she removed her costume and 
stood nude in their midst, except for a girdle about the groin; not that she was abashed at 
revealing that, too, to the audience, but because there was a law against appearing 
altogether naked on the stage, without at least this much of a fig-leaf. Covered thus with a 
ribbon, she would sink down to the stage floor and recline on her back. Slaves to whom 
the duty was entrusted would then scatter grains of barley from above into the calyx of 
this passion flower, whence geese, trained for the purpose, would next pick the grains one 
by one with their bilis and eat. When she rose, it was not with a blush, but she seemed 
rather to glory in the performance. For she was not only impudent herself, but endeavored 
to make everybody else as audacious. Often when she was alone with other actors she 
would undress in their midst and arch her back provocatively, advertising like a peacock 
both to those who had experience of her and to those who had not yet had that privilege 
her trained suppleness” 64 . 

Gregory of Tours, bishop especially inclined to moralise the behaviour of 
Frankish aristocracy, too given to physical pleasures, from his point of view, 
hardly gives information about the aspect of women. When he appreciates the 
elegance of princess Clothilda, the future wife of Clovis, he immediately added 
that she was wise 65 , because the moral qualities of the queen who determined 
her husband’s conversión to Christianity are the most importan! 

Paul the Deacon is the most generous of our historians in respect to 
women, too. The most impressive is the portrait of Theodolinda, the longobard 
queen who determined the conversión to Christianity of her people. Authari, her 
bethroted, goes incógnito to the court of the Bavarian king, her father, and find 
that “she was of a very beautiful figure” 66 . She was gracious and shy, qualities 
that the entire Greek, Román and Christian tradition attributed to maidens, but 
she was also wise. She shows this quality later, when as a widow she wisely 
chose the duke Agilulf as husband, while behaving with the same shyness so 
valued by the society. That actually she was not at all shy we can infer from her 
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capacity to persuade the Longobards to convert to Christianity and to assure her 
own family’s the succession on the throne. 

Another example of feminine beauty offered by Paul is that of the 
Byzantine girl Theodota, “of graceful body and adomed with flaxen hair almost 
to the feet”, whom queen Hermelinda have seen at the baths and imprudently 
“praised the girl's beauty to king Cunincpert, her husband” 67 . This one “was 
inflamed, nevertheless, with great love for the girl”, laid with her and afterwards 
sent her to a monastery 68 . So, the feminine beauty is not always a blessing, 
seems to tell Paul, who too preferred moral qualities, as shown in the story of 
the duke Perruno of Frioul and his wife Ratperga. She was not a beauty and she 
was conscious of it, but her husband appreciated her for her moral qualities. 

“This Perruno had a wife, Ratperga by ñame, who since she was boorish in appearance 
often asked her husband to send her away and take another wife whom it would befit to be 
the spouse of so great a duke. But as he was a wise man he said that her behavior and 
humility and reverent modesty pleased him more than beauty of body. From this wife then 
Perruno begot three sons, Ratchis and Ratchait and Ahistulf, energetic men, whose birth 
raised the humility of their mother to high honor” 69 . 

That moral qualities and intelligence are for Paul the Deacon more 
important than the physical appearance, is also shown in the strange story of 
Longobard women behaving like men. In a time when gender was defined by 
strict rules on wearing clothes, hair and by socially imposed behaviour, Paul 
tells us the story in which Longobard women take their place alongside their 
husbands on the battlefield, arranging their hair as beards. 

“Gambara went to Frea (Freja) wife of Godan and asked for victory for the Winnili, and 
that Frea gave her counsel that the women of the Winnili should take down their hair and 
arrange it upon the face like a beard, and that in the early moming they should be present 
with their husbands and in like manner station themselves to be seen by Godan from the 
quarter in which he had been wont to look through his window toward the east. And so it 
was done. And when Godan saw them at sunrise he said: "Who are these long-beards?" 
And then Frea induced him to give the victory to those to whom he had given the ñame. 
And thus Godan gave the victory to the Winnili” 70 . 

There are many other details, about clothing, postures, gestares, that 
could tell us about what the physical appearance was and what it signified in 
Late Antique and the early medieval period. I would end, however, saying that 
ideas of beauty and ugliness are, in my perspective, very important for 
understanding the way of thinking for the people of this period. Beauty and 
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ugliness were then, as they are now, in the eye of the beholder. Maybe in that 
time they were not seen as much as objective, neutral traits of an individual or 
of a group, but as consequences of a moral, social, cultural status. These ideas 
contributed to the definition of identity and of othemess in a Christian world 
who couldn’t accept the essential equality of humankind. 




